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Education: How is (Our Parents’ )Child
Talk about Their Parents?
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“Have you eaten? What are you up to?”
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“yes, | did, taking a bit stroll downstairs.”
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“How do you feel recently?”
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“I am ok, you?”

“PRANE T 3 -1 2™

“How is my father and you, are you two ok ? ”

BESRUTER . VUBRRAUS, (2R A T U4k a7 T £ —8E,
G A LR _ERZ S 7 2R T, ERRIIRRY .
PETUR I 2 5, BT\ S B AR 1] ) S
Then the Mum fell into silence, after a while, as if trying to
make the conversation continue, she started to ask her son:
“what did you eat as supper?” “the weather is turning cold, get
yourself more clothes.” In between the interruption and
intermission, both mother and son went back to a seemingly
fluent chat again.
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“About My Parents and Their Child”, a documentary
theatre play commissioned by Ibsen International and
staged during the 7" Nanluoguxiang Performing Arts
Festival, attracted my attention. The play was composed
with a series of monologues, interacting with the interview
videos on the background. Director Matthias Jochmann
hoped to build a conversational space with open-
mindedness and meaningfulness with the stage, rather
than deliver any intentions from the creators. As a Chinese
audience like me though, the conversation and physical
languages were filled with subtle tension and threads of
metaphors, triggering many imaginations and resonances
in the context of daily life.
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For instance, the phone conversation between the son and the
mother on the stage at the beginning were everything of a
typical long-distance call with our parents whom we are away
from. In my view, this slices of silence are the traces of our
estrangement with our parents: i.e. boarding school since
middle school, away in the college of another city, settling
down in another city after graduation, even though the letters
or phone calls are still going on between parents and child,
millions of details that web into our life are slowly becoming
things that we are not convenient to mention, or cannot even
have time to mention, gradually would not even try to mention,
till finally crashing into the blind spot of dis-communication
from both sides, vice versa. Among these routine greetings
and trivial naggings, that kind of 100% intimacy with parents in



your childhood had been melting so seriously that later when
you re-gather after a long time, you notice how far astray their
constructed ideas of you has gone due to the blank knowledge
of your life of journey.
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Director Matthias Jochmann was born in Germany in 1987,
while all the performers for this play are Chinese, the play
talked about the relationship between the younger Chinese
generations with their parents. Based on extensive interview

materials, they use physical languages on the stage to
express their own family memories and emotions. | am curious



to see how this collaboration between an observer and several
insiders would turn out and in what way it would inspect on the
Chinese family relationship. Matthias told me that the silence
embedded into that daily conversation between the son and
the mother is actually a very normal and natural state. Our
conversation with others are also conversation within
ourselves.” he did not intend to symbolize this silence and gap
with any underlying messages, yet to the recipient in the
Chinese cultural context, this is full of meanings. Matthias’ s
initial interest to China is about the Chinese history 50 years
ago, since it is not a topic he can tap into directly, he has
turned his focus onto the Chinese family relationships. Before
this play, he did a theatre project on the relationship between
young generation and grandparental generation, titled “About
the Beautiful New World”. In that project, he visited friend back
to their hometown during the Spring Festival. He was always
very careful not to bring any German view of point and
interpretations, yet as an outside observer, he cannot help but
feel surprised with the small details which have been taken so
much as granted by the insiders: he noticed that during such a
traditional holiday, similar as Christmas in Western countries,
family members would enjoy a lot of good food and watch gala
in the same room, yet few interactive conversation happened
among them, they would rather play cellphone by themselves.
“Parents were not asking real questions to the child, and the
child would not chat with their parents, asking the question like
why you get married with my dad ”, even if they were talking,
they would talk about “the future planning after graduation”, or
“whether you would get married with the current boyfriend”.
This is forming such a big contrast with the situation in which
Matthias comes from. In their Christmas, there is “no tv, no
cellphone, all about family conversations.” His confusion is:
why cannot they have real communications? May be it has to
do with the recent political turbulence and swift social
transformation, which has resulted in huge gap and
differences between parents’ memories and child’s memories.
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The most impressive part to me is this girl and performer
called Zou Xueping who were born in 1985 in a village. She
came from a normal village in the China North, graduated from
Central Academy of Fine Arts with the major of New Media,
now working as an independent documentary director. A few
years ago, she went back to her hometown to interview the
elderly from the village, documenting their memories in the
“Three Year Hunger” from 1959-1961 in China. She has four
main works: “Hungry Village”, “Sufficiently Fed Village”,
“Children’s Village” and “Garbage Village”, which are her way
of awaking the memories of the village and her perspective
into the village. She tries to look into this village, which to her
feels both familiar and strange, and also tries to re-understand
her parents: “our parents’ generation had been through so
much pains, which left too deep an ink on them. While when |
was growing up, | was still quiet free and happy. Parents were
working really hard in the field.”

(B il (BRI BEORBAN FR AR A . AE SRV L, RESEARAERT FEIH 4
PE MR — B AR E—— UK IH & R A 200 M1 —4%
ME— 1 = B — KR A, — KRR . it 2oL
VY, DA, BREAEANE:  “AIIE e

27, “HAIEAME” , “ANEEERELIT” , XA EREEHt
A Z R LI LER. T —%70)5. 80 5HIFERAK
Ui, AN TEACTEMICAZ P 2R PR RAC FE (R M . — o Lo % IR pE
WiehEE: RIS RIZ bR i, iR 2 1)
e = HARRERIRAFEL, ii—x N, JURKE T —1
99, NG IREBEAE CEAALEZ I RIE, &5RMmiksE T L,



MELEETE T, —FKANEHEA L, Wiz, At g
T, iR, REEA A, e A AR, EEL
iR vh”

However her mother seemed not to understand her. In the
video interview shown on the stage at the back, her mother
sitting on a bed in a desolated village house, outside is a
village which only has 200 children, only one main street,
and one shop, none cinema. Her comment to her
daughter sounded very denouncing, even with a bit of

contempt: “do not know what are you doing”, “only knows
that you do not make any money”, “making no money just
cannot do”, this old mother did not want to talk about her
daughter’s options. To young people born in the 70s or
80s, they try to understand their parents’ sufferings
through their memories. One boy/performer said about her
mother: “my mother always mentions about when she was
young, the family had no food to eat, the whole family
would only have one bowl of rice to share, later people
had to eat tree bark, even stealing food because of

starvation”.
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On the stage during performance, Zou Xueping used a kind of
even awkward body language to express her solo, putting her
head down under her crutch, with her hip protruding in the air,
moving while saying “I am Zou Xueping, | have done many
films and attended many film festivals, | have been to London,



to Harvard, to Taiwan...... " She is already becoming a very
promising young film artist living an international life, yet her
parents have not even visited Beijing. To her parents, her work
means nothing valuable; she tries to approach them, yet to no
avail. When her mother's face in the video was finally
projected onto Xueping's inverted body, | seemed to read a
kind of metaphor of the fragile relationship between the
mother and daughter. Her daughter’s life is already out of her
grasp, she loves her daughter, yet she does not know where
to position her daughter on the map of her life.
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In another scene, the background interview video was about
parents’ expectations: “hope they can do what they want, as
long as they are happy”; yet on the stage, one girl was almost
begging “mum, come to see my show”, yet was constantly
pushed away hard on the floor by everyone else. The pains of
miscommunication among family relationships, as an invisible
wall, block in-between the parents and child, both wanting to
smash through yet feeling powerless.
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Matthias hopes to open up this topic via theater, he also wants
to explore how national development can affect the family
structure, i.e. how can family, as a micro social unit, serve as a
metaphor of a macro unit, the country? And in what ways can
the macro unit, country, affect and influence the micro unit,
family? This is a vast topic. Among the interviews with a



dozens of young people who were born in the 80s in 5
different cities, Matthias spotted some fragments, even though
it may not answer back all his questions.
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Also in the interview, Qiu Zhen’s mother mentioned her
understanding of her daughter in this way: “now the social
environment is getting more and more fierce, the pressure of
job and living is very heavy, much bigger than our times. Back
then, as long as you have a job, then you know you got a iron
rice bowl, you would have no worries for your whole life. But
nowadays, you cannot stay just in the same job, you have to
challenge into new positions, new jobs, you will have more
pursuits, then of course more uncertainties, and more
pressure. So | think the life now is much harder....... | still hope
she has a family, then her life is complete...... if getting
married, having kids, then you’d better not divorce, divorcing is
quiet bad for kids. This is my biggest regret, so | hope she
would not take onto the same path.”
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Another girl, called Annie, had divorced parents. They



mentioned expectations to their daughter like this: “We are
very open-minded actually, we dealt with divorce ourselves
with friendliness, instead of some parents fighting seriously
over child. We are quiet ok, after divorce, she can come and
live with either of us, and we are both ok with it.” “I think life
can have many different ways of choices, if she wants, she
can find someone and get married, if not, it is also ok to be
alone. | do not want to frame her life....... the kids nowadays
will not get married because they want their parents happy.....I
cannot imagine Annie doing that, never.....the gap is so big,
they just do not have that same environment that would lead
them to that way of thinking any more.”
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Another interview clip is about a mother talking about her gay
son: “when he hit the age of 28, | realized something was not
right. | told him he had to tell me, because | figured a boy at
this age did not like to go on a relationship and did not like to
get married....so.....in fact after he came out, | was still quiet
worried, because | did not see two boys live together and go
on with life, | was thinking, but he does not like women, so he
would not marry, then he would end up alone, and what about
when he gets old, so | was quiet concerned about himself, not
that much about his marriage. ”

So how does (our parents’) child talk about their parents?
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“they would always say to me, you do whatever you want,
whatever. Sometimes | think it is a kind of irresponsible,
because | was teenager | was not sure what | want, even now
| cannot say | know exactly what | want, so | am struggling
with my goal...... | cannot express clearly that kind of
confusion.
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“In fact | cannot be friends yet with my parents, but | am trying,
hope that | can let understand me more, support me more. ”
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“‘we (me and my parents)do not have that kind of habit of
communication, so it affected my communication with other
people. | strongly need people to share my feelings with, yet
he must be someone who really understands. If he can not get
it, | would block the communication. Same with my parents.”
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In the 1960s, American anthropologist Margaret Mead wrote a



book called Gap. She mentioned that “gap” is a special
byproduct of 1960s: the older generation had lost their
pioneering function, the existing culture was challenged;
young people also lost their life example to look upon, they
learnt the last generation’s shortcomings yet did not know how
to construct anew; this is the panic caused by the acute
transformation in the 1960s, with technology advancing in fast
speed yet without corresponding cultures to cope with. This
problem has shown special features in China, with even
bigger difficulties to face. Recently | have been re-reading Fu
Lei's “Family Letters of Fu Lei”, then | also re-read Fu Lei's
first grandson Fu Lingxiao’s interview about his grandfather.
He said every time he came back China, once other people
get to know he is Fu Lei's grandson, people would always
praise what an intelligent person his grandfather is; however
even if he read his grandfather's book, “Family Letters of Fu
Lei”, He felt already far away from his grandfather’s world from
back then, and it was “a bit too heavy” for him. As a matter of
fact, looking back at those classic educative letters from
intellectuals, apart from the previous generation’s stories of
family love, personality and fate, there is a taste of gap too.



